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Through Sand and Shadow 


by Super_Evil Hydra 


Summary 


Strangers from different worlds, Raven and Madison find themselves thrown together by fate 
and some wrong turns. Now the two of them must work together to survive the untamed 
supernatural wilderness of the Back Highways- a level of the Backrooms responsible for 
trapping many within its confines. Their navigation of the intense physical and cultural 
environments end up catching the eye of an infamous mercenary who is known to maintain 
his status through any means necessary. Unfortunately for all involved, the bitter rivalry that 
ensues triggers the discovery of horrific universal machinations that threaten their very 
existence. 


*This fic is not based off of the common Backrooms canon or the Kane Pixels Backrooms 
canon but rather my own interpretation of the Backrooms. The Back Highways (and 
connected lore) is an original level created by me. 


A Bond Forged in Dust 


Raven squinted against the blinding sun as she eased her foot off the gas pedal of her 1995 
Honda Accord. She was at the tail end of an arduous journey home from a concert she had 
driven to attend the previous night. The transition from the raucous energy of the crowd to 
the solitary silence of the open road was almost surreal. Although she didn’t enjoy the quiet 
per se, her overwhelmed senses craved a moment of peace and she had reluctantly obliged. 
Before long, her thoughts turned to strategies for hiding fresh bruises- parting gifts from the 
mosh pit. Her parents were sure to flip their shit if they found out where she had been. A 
scowl formed on her face as irritation washed over her. She was 34 goddamnit . They 
seriously needed to stop acting like she can’t handle herself. 


Taking mental inventory of what was in her makeup kit and closet, Raven noted that her 
concealer should be opaque enough to cover up the marks. She could also wear a turtleneck if 
makeup wasn’t an option. Except it was summer and her parents would definitely ask 
questions which was the opposite of what she wanted. Maybe it would be best to stop by the 
store on the way home just to make sure she had the concealer handy. Yes, that’s a good plan. 
After all, it shouldn’t be much longer before she arrives back in town. Just another 15 or so... 


“Fuck.” 


Raven glanced around in confusion at the unfamiliar landscape, taking in her surroundings. 
The usual signs and landmarks were long gone, replaced by an endless stretch of highway 
surrounded by a vast, arid desert. Suddenly thankful for modern technology, she grabbed her 
phone from the center console and attempted to plug her address into the GPS. 


NO SIGNAL 
“Of course.” 


Raven tossed her phone on the passenger seat and made a U turn, hoping that going back the 
way she came would guide her into familiar territory. After 45 minutes, she was starting to 
wonder how far down this road she had originally driven when warning lights suddenly lit up 
the dashboard. 


“No, PLEASE no. This can’t be happening! Fuck!” 


Heart pounding and tears pricking at the corners of her eyes, Raven pulled over and stepped 
out into the oppressive heat. The air was thick and dry, heavy with the eerie silence of the 
empty desert. She quickly shrugged off her thick leather jacket, immediately feeling the sun’s 
relentless intensity, and popped open the hood of her car. Unsurprisingly, and much to her 
dismay, the tangle of metal and wires made no sense to her. 


“Great, I’m fucking doomed out here.” she muttered to herself, her tone a mixture of panic 
and exasperation. 


Accepting the reality of her predicament, Raven slammed the hood of her car before 
spotting something in the corner of her eye. A large tumbleweed rolled towards her, followed 
by another and then several more. At first, they just appeared to be plants blown by the wind. 
As they drew closer however, Raven noticed the tumbleweeds were moving with purpose, 
converging on her location with alarming speed. 


“What the...?” Raven backed up, her confusion turning to fear as the tumbleweeds closed 
in. 


Concealed among the dry branches were rows of sharp teeth which they eagerly revealed 
upon reaching her. They snarled and snapped, lunging at her with a ferocity that sent a chill 
down her spine. Raven frantically looked around for something, anything , to help her fend 
off whatever these fucking things are. Clambering onto the roof of her car, she quickly 
realized the creatures could jump surprisingly high for something without limbs. Elevation 
wouldn’t buy her much protection. With nothing of use inside the car and the trunk locked, 
she would have to get back on the ground, open the car door, and then unlock the trunk— all 
without getting torn apart. There was no time to second-guess. Her black leather combat 
boots hit the ground before she turned and ripped the driver’s side door ...off. The creatures 
were upon her within seconds. 


“Plan B, I guess.” 


Raven swung the car door wildly in a clumsy attempt to shield herself from the attacking 
creatures. She managed to knock a few back, but more kept coming, surrounding her and she 
soon found herself overwhelmed. The sound of gnashing teeth and the rustle of dry branches 
filled the air, drowning out her panicked breaths. 


“Get back!” she yelled, though she knew the creatures wouldn’t understand or care. She 
was running out of strength, out of options, and the monsters were relentless. 


Just when it seemed like she couldn’t hold out any longer, a thunderous sound erupted from 
behind her. Raven glanced over her shoulder to see a skeletal horse galloping in her direction. 
Its bones cast a stark white contrast against the desert haze, clattering in time with each stride 
as bony hooves struck the ground with unsettling precision. Rearing above the desolate 
landscape was a rider with red hair and overalls. One hand firmly gripped the reins while the 
other held her straw hat to her head. The mysterious woman fearlessly charged at the 
creatures, kicking and trampling them with the same lack of mercy they had demonstrated for 
Raven. 


“Scram you varmints!” she shouted, her voice full of authority. The Tumbleweeds hesitated, 
then scattered, retreating into the desert. 


Fixing her hat, she dismounted her skeletal horse and approached Raven, who was still 
clutching the car door in a white-knuckled grip. 


“You alright, hon?” She asked, her voice warm and concerned. 


Raven nodded, still catching her breath. “Not in immediate danger anymore. But that was just 
one of my problems.” 


Madison smiled, her eyes twinkling with kindness. “Name’s Madison. How can I help you?” 


Raven managed a pained smile in return. “Raven. And I don’t know what the fuck is going 
on right now. I was on my way home from a trip and somehow I’m here instead! I need to get 
back home. I’m meeting my parents for dinner tonight.” 


Madison’s face was painted with sympathy. “Oh hon, I’m so sorry. As far as anyone knows, 
there’s no leavin’ this place.” 


The air escaped Raven’s lungs as though she had been punched in the gut. “Wait, what do 
you MEAN there’s no way out of here?! There MUST be! All I did was take a wrong turn 
somewhere. I didn’t...”” Her normally tough visage dissolved as the tears she had been 
holding back flowed down her pale face. 


Madison placed a hand on Raven’s shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze. “I’m sorry darlin’, 
you’re in the same boat as the rest of us. But don’t worry, I’m not leavin’ you here all by your 
lonesome.” 


“Madison... where the hell am I? Please tell me this is some kind of fever dream and that I 
fell asleep on the side of the road somewhere. Or OH MY GOD you have a skeleton horse. 
Am I DEAD?? Is this purgatory?? Did I die in an accident?!” Raven was damn near 
inconsolable. 


A small, chuckle escaped Madison’s mouth. “No, this isn’t purgatory... I think. People have 
taken to callin’ this place the Back Highways. Though I don’t know why it’s plural when 
there’s just the one highway.” Madison shrugged. “Supposedly this place is part of the 
Backrooms or somethin’ but we ain’t figured out how this one is connected to the other areas, 
y know with the not havin’ an exit an’ all that. Hell, we can’t even figure out how people get 
in, on purpose that is. Most of us made a wrong turn or drove down some unfamiliar road.” 


Raven blinked. “There’s no fucking way I’m in the Backrooms now. There’s no fucking way 
I LIVE in the Backrooms now!” “Just the Back Highways part, sweetheart. Unless you’re 
gonna be the first to find a way out.” Madison reminded her. 


“Oh [ll find a way out.” Raven wiped her tears and marched over to her battle-worn car, 
popping the hood once more. “Do you know anything about cars? All my dashboard lights 
were going off before those things attacked me. If we can get this running, I can...” 


“.,.Ain’t nothin’ wrong with your car, hon.” Madison placed her hands on her hips. 


“What do you mean? Every single warning was lit up.” Raven already found it nearly 
impossible to make heads or tails of her situation and Madison’s answers only raised more 
questions. 


“That’s how them Tumbleweeds get ‘cha. They patrol all up an’ down the highway lookin’ 
for fresh meat. Soon as they see ya, they mess with your car hopin’ you’ll slow down an’ 
then they catch up to ya.” Madison warned. 


“Ok well, if there’s nothing wrong with my car, besides the missing door I guess, get in and 
we'll follow the road out of here. It has to lead out of here, right?” Raven closed the hood 
and slid into the driver’s seat. 


Madison sighed. “I’m ‘fraid you’re gonna have to say goodbye to your car. Unless it can 
survive the acid rain.” 


Raven rolled her eyes. ““We have acid rain back in the real world. My car has been rained on 
for like, two decades now. I don’t see why that’s an issue.” 


“Well this ain’t no ordinary acid rain, sweet pea.” A second sigh escaped Madison’s lips. 
“Look, I like your spirit. I really do. But everything you’ re tryna do right now has already 
been attempted. We don’t know where the road starts or where it ends. Or even if it has a start 
or an end. The folks who have tried to find out were all eaten by tumbleweeds, burned to 
death by the acid rain, starved, dehydrated or even died of old age. Just goes to show how 
long that damn piece of asphalt stretches. Could be into infinity for all we know!” 


“So you just... live like this?” Raven gestured at Madison. 
“We do our best.” Madison crossed her muscular arms. 
“Ok, so explain the skeleton horse .” Raven pointed to the “animal” in question. 


“Oh right!” Madison patted the steed’s bony head, causing it to lean into her touch. Raven 
refrained from questioning how it could feel anything without nerves. “See, there’s a funny 
way of logic ‘round here. Basically, it was figured that if you take an object, an’ it has a way 
to move, like wheels on a car or legs on a horse, an’ you have a way to sit on it an’ steer it, 
well you can drive it!” 


“So why not use cars?” Raven inquired. 


“The acid rain. It comes quick an’ happens frequently ‘round the highway. Turns anything 
metal into a rusty pile of junk in no time. You’re lucky if you manage to get your car away 
from the road before it hits. Besides.” Madison glanced at Raven’s car. “Most folks don’t 
arrive in anything capable of goin’ off-road anyhow.” 


Raven followed Madison’s gaze and winced. “I guess you have a point.” 


Madison glanced up at the sky as thunder suddenly boomed between gathering clouds, as if 
its very mention had summoned it. “Shit. C’mon, we better get you somewhere safe before it 
starts pourin’. Got anything important in your car?” 


“T have my phone and my emergency kit.” Raven answered. 


“Leave the phone, take the kit. And hurry! This rain will burn your skin off!” Madison 
urged 


With haste, Raven unlocked the trunk and grabbed her emergency kit before joining Madison 
on the back of the horse which wasted no time jumping into a gallop following a sharp 
command from Madison. 


“Do you really think I can survive out here?” Raven asked, holding tightly to Madison. Her 
thoughts were so consumed with her potential new life that she paid little attention to the fact 
that riding a horse with no flesh is a significantly less comfortable experience than one with a 
pulse. 


Madison nodded, her voice full of confidence. “Well, it’s a dangerous place, no doubt about 
it. But you’ll learn. An’ you got me to show you how it’s done.” 


“Well, I would’ve been dead back there if it weren’t for you so thank you. I owe you one.” 
came Raven’s reply. 


“Oh don’t worry, once you settle in, you’Il be pullin’ your weight plenty. You help me 
sweetheart an’ I'll help you.” Madison smiled. 


“Deal.” 


Shelter in the Sands 


Chapter Summary 


Madison takes Raven on a journey back to her shelter while attempting to help her 
adjust to a new way of life. 


The horse showed no signs of tiring, striding over the shifting sands while the sound of 
thunder quieted with the increasing distance. Under its hooves, the sand dunes stretched in 
vast undulating waves, rising and falling in gentle curves. Curiously, Raven noticed that some 
of the dunes appeared to defy the laws of physics, their peaks leaning impossibly far without 
collapsing. Occasional gusts of wind caused the sand to ripple and shift, sending miniature 
avalanches tumbling down the steepest dunes. Such movement reminded her of a sandy 
ocean. The “sun” (Raven was unsure if the blinding orb above them was actually a sun) cast 
aggressive hues of burning orange and angry red across the sky as it lowered. The black 
haired woman glanced around uneasily, deep blue eyes absorbing the strange landscape that 
continued to unfold before them. As the terrain grew more alien the further away from the 
road they traveled, it became difficult to believe they hadn’t entered yet another dimension. 


“Where are we going exactly?” Raven asked, breaking the lengthy silence. 


“My shelter.” Madison smiled reassuringly. “It ain’t much but ya don’t wanna be caught out 
here alone.” 


“No surprise there, I guess.” Raven thought back to her Tumbleweed encounter. 


Madison continued to guide the horse with a steady hand, her straw hat tilted low to shield 
her eyes from the setting sun. Raven marveled at the ease with which she directed the 
creature through such a dangerous, labyrinthian world. 


Around the pair, bizarre rock formations loomed with foreboding energy. 


Raven moved to comment on their surroundings when something directly ahead of them 
jumped out at her. 


“Ts that—?” Raven started, increasingly aware of the desert’s overwhelming heat. 


Madison followed her gaze and sighed. “Nope. Probably just a mirage.” 


But how can it be? Raven could make out every vivid detail. Tall palm trees swayed gently, 
casting shadows over lush, green grass. A pool of crystal-clear water sparkled with the 
intense canvas of the setting sun. 


An oasis. 


As they drew closer, the verdant plot of land seemed to further establish itself in reality. Birds 
with bright plumage flitted from tree to tree and the water rippled softly in the breeze. But 
just as the horse’s hooves were about to meet the edge, it all vanished as quickly as it had 
appeared, leaving nothing except barren land in its place. 


“Tt looked so real.” Raven whispered to herself. 


Madison glanced back at her, sympathy returning to her features. “It’s just the desert playin’ 
tricks on ya hon. Trust me, I’ve seen it before.” 


Raven nodded absently, struggling to tear her eyes away from the plot of blistering sand 
where the illusion had just stood as they passed by. 


“This place can be cruel like that. Don’t trust anything that looks too good to be true.” 
Madison warned. “Ope- hang on tight!” she called over her shoulder suddenly as they 
approached a series of twisting spires. 


The rocks shot up towards the sky as if to penetrate its atmosphere, their surfaces polished 
smooth by the winds. Clattering erupted from the ground as hooves met sand-covered rock 
and the horse slowed to a trot with a quick tug of the reins. From there, it carefully, gracefully 
even, weaved its way through the spires. Upon passing the last one, a massive stone arch 
soared high above them. Its span seemed impossibly wide and delicate to Raven. 


“Still alright back there, sugar?” Madison asked, her voice echoing slightly in the enclosed 
space. 


“Yeah, hanging on!” Raven shouted above the din of the horse which had returned to full 
gallop. 


After emerging from the archway, a field of boulders lay before them. They were scattered 
haphazardly, as carelessly tossed there. Any observer could easily rule out this method of 
placement however, as some were the size of a house. Continuing at a steady pace, the horse 
dodged and weaved its way around the stones with impressive skill. 


Raven glanced up and to her surprise, spotted several floating monoliths drifting lazily in the 
sky above. 


“What the fuck are those?” Raven asked with equal confusion and amusement. 


Madison shrugged. “Oh you’ll see them around. No one knows how they stay up there. Just 
comes with the territory I suppose.” 


As they continued on, spires gave way to warped plateaus and suspended ridges crisscrossed 
the sky, creating a labyrinthian network above them. 


Raven’s eyes were drawn to a cluster of stones that levitated a few feet off the ground, slowly 
rotating in place. She cautiously reached out a curious hand, making contact with the cool, 
smooth surface of the nearest one. It felt solid and real, yet at the same time, impossible. 


“Tt’s like the laws of physics don’t apply here.” Raven observed. 


Madison nodded. “Best get used to it sweetheart. This place is crazier than a soup sandwich.” 


As the sun fell below the horizon, the rock formations cast long, distorted shadows, giving 
them an increasingly menacing aura. Raven shivered with the breeze, though the air was still 
warm. 


“Are we almost there?” she asked, her voice tinged with fatigue. 


“Not far now.” Madison replied. “My shelter’s just beyond those boulders up ahead.” 


As they rounded a bend, Raven spotted a narrow gap between two boulders and cringed as 
she realized how tight a squeeze it was going to be. Ever the expert rider, Madison slipped 
them through without missing a beat. The temperature dropped noticeably as the rocky walls 
closed in around them, giving way to a cooler, more sheltered environment. 


"Welp, here we are, home sweet home!” Madison said with a hint of pride as they emerged 
into a small clearing. Raven blinked in surprise. The shelter was built into the side of a 
massive rock formation, almost invisible to the untrained eye. Madison dismounted and 
helped Raven down from the horse. The younger woman found herself on unsteady feet, her 
legs unbelievably sore from their journey. She glanced around, noticing the small garden of 
cacti, succulents and other such crops thriving in the arid soil. 


“C’mon, this way!” Madison motioned as she led Raven toward the narrow entrance. “Watch 
your step.” 


Raven followed, clumsily squeezing through the gap and descending the carved stone steps 
into the shelter. Inside, the air was filled with the scent of earth and metal. Battery-powered 
lanterns and homemade oil lamps cast a warm, flickering light which revealed a surprisingly 
well-organized interior. 


The walls were lined with shelves holding supplies, tools, and a small variety of bones. In 
one corner, a raised platform with blankets and cushions served as Madison’s bed while 
another corner housed a small kitchen area featuring a fire pit made from an old metal drum. 


Madison motioned to a makeshift stool made of scavenged wood. “Sit down sweet pea, take 
a load off. You’ve had a rough day.” 


Fearing her legs would give out at any moment, Raven carefully sank onto the stool, grateful 
for the chance to rest. 


“Thank you.” Raven took in the coziness of the shelter. "This place... it’s incredible. How did 
you manage to build it?" 


Madison shrugged, placing Raven’s emergency kit on a bare shelf and sitting across from the 
younger woman. "Years of practice an’ a lot of trial an’ error." 


Raven’s eyes widened. “You’ve been here... years?” 


“Sure have.” Madison tossed out casually. 


“Like, how many years exactly?” Raven asked? 


“Dunno.” Madison’s brows furrowed in thought. “I stopped countin’ after seven. Ain’t no 
point in keeping track an’ I suggest you don’t pay it no mind either. It’1l only keep your 
spirits low.” 


Raven tried to picture the concept of spending the rest of her life in the Back Highways and 
indeed felt a sense of sadness tug at her heart. “Yeah, I believe you.” She said. “If I may 
ask... do you ever miss your former life, like the way things were before you ended up 
here?” 


Madison looked up at her, her eyes full of sorrow. “All the time. I’d give anything to get the 
hell outta here but I try not to think about it. Like countin’ days, ain’t no point in missin’ a 
life forever gone.” 


It was Raven’s turn to exchange a sympathetic glance. “I’m sorry. That sounds really hard. I 
hope the topic wasn’t inappropriate.” 


“Don’t worry ‘bout it.” Madison waved a dismissive hand. “It’s not uncommon for folks to 
talk about but just know it can be real painful, ‘specially if they lived a good life. Treat it like 
one of them touchy subjects.” Madison advised. 


“Oh, sure... of course.” Raven muttered apologetically. 


Madison dusted herself off and stood up. “How ya holdin’ up there?” 


Raven groaned as she eased herself off the stool. “My legs work, I guess.” 


“That’s all we need. C’mon, lemme give ya a proper tour.” Madison perked up slightly. 


Madison led her to the far wall where shelves neatly stacked with supplies were waiting. 
“This here is our storage area,” Madison said, gesturing to the shelves. “I keep everything 
from canned food to spare parts here. Your life here is only as good as your resources so keep 
‘em stocked and keep ‘em organized.” 


Raven scanned the shelves, impressed with how well-stocked they were. “Sounds like you’ ve 
got nothing to worry about. Where did you get all this?” 


“Some of it, like the bones, I scavenged.” Madison replied. “But most of it I got through 
tradin’ with nearby bases.” 


“Bases?” Inquired Raven. 


“Yep. Larger settlements of people ain’t uncommon ‘round here. They’!I find an oasis, a real 
one that is, and post up. Some have really grown over the years.” Madison reminisced. 


“Why not join them? From what you said before, it sounds like being alone here is a bad 
idea.” Raven pointed out. 


“It’s a bit different for me, sugar. I was a rancher livin’ off-grid and I camped in the 
wilderness lots. That know-how puts me in a position to not have to follow the ridiculous, 
uptight rules of them bases. I was never part of no HOA and I will not start now.” Madison 
ranted 


“Uptight? I mean, how bad can it really be?” Raven shrugged. 


“Well, depends.” Madison crossed her arms. “Each one is different but you can guarantee that 
you’ll need to prove yourself to them. They’re mighty suspicious of outsiders an’ it’s not like 
they ever fully trust ya. Best be prepared to get searched every time ya wanna step inside. Not 
to mention ya gotta earn your keep once you’re allowed to settle there. If they suspect you of 
steppin’ a toe outta line, you’re done for. They’ ll kick you out an’ yer basically dead to 
them.” 


“Hm.” Raven thought for a moment. “I mean yeah, that all does sound like a pain in the ass. 
But I mean, can’t you go somewhere else if one place kicks you out?” 


“Word travels, sweetheart. If that base is friendly with any others, well, you’re a 
troublemaker in everyone’s eyes. Then you gotta travel lord knows how many miles to find a 
base that ain’t heard ‘bout you. It just ain’t worth all the trouble for me, darlin’ believe me.” 
Madi answered. 


“Alright, alright I hear you. But would it be good for me?” Raven wondered. 


“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, alright?” Madison said gently. “Why, we haven’t even 
finished our little tour!” 


They moved to the corner which housed the kitchen. 


“This is the kitchen,” Madison explained. “I use the drum for cookin’ an’ there’s a vent that 
leads to a fissure in the rock to let the smoke out.” 


“Wow.” Raven remarked, impressed. “You’ve really thought of everything.” 


“Had to. Survival out here depends on it.”” Madison said with a smile. 


Next, Madison led Raven to the sleeping area. Where upon closer observation, Raven could 
see that the platform was compiled of wooden planks and scrap metal. 


“This is where I sleep,” Madison said. “Ill help ya set up your own space nearby. There’s 
plenty of room.” 


Raven nodded, feeling a sense of relief. “Oh, yeah that would be great actually. Thank you.” 


“No problem at all.” Madison pointed to a small opening in the rock. “Through there is the 
garden. C’mon out an’ have a look.” 


Raven followed closely behind Madison as the pair squeezed through the gap and into the 
garden. 


“These plants are my lifeline,” Madison explained. “Not much is able to grow out here but I 
saved what few seeds I had with me that actually had a chance to grow into something. 
They’re either edible, medicinal, or both. We got a variety of cacti an’ succulents over here.’ 
Madison pointed to one side of the garden. “An’ over here we got desert beans and yucca.” 
Raven’s eyes followed the red-haired woman’s finger across the plot of soil. 


bp) 


Raven marveled at the thriving garden. “You had all those seeds with you?” 


Madison chuckled. “Not for each individual plant. They propagated eventually.” 


“Now follow me an’ look out.” They returned to the main chamber, where Madison pointed 
out her homemade security system. Tripwires rigged with cans and rocks were installed 
meticulously around the entrance and all around the shelter lay various melee weapons. 


“Now thanks to how hard the entrance is to find, nothing is likely to wander on in here but 
you can never be too careful in a place like this.” Madison stressed. 


“Well that much is clear now.” Raven responded. 


As Madison concluded the tour, they once again found themselves in the kitchen. 


“Welp, that’s ‘bout it,” Madison said while surveying her space. “It ain’t no five star hotel but 
it does the job.” 


“What do you mean?! I couldn’t pull this off.” Raven said in disbelief. 


Madison waved off the compliment with a smile. “You’ll change your mind when you see 
one of them settlements sweet pea. Speakin’ of peas, how about we get some dinner going? 
You must be starvin.” 


Raven’s stomach responded with a growl. “I guess I am.” she giggled. 


Chuckling, Madison moved to the fire pit grabbing a couple of pots and filled one with water 
from a large ceramic jug. “I’ve got some cactus pads and beans we can make into a stew. And 
if we’re lucky, I got some jerky that I traded from the base nearby leftover.” 


Raven’s eyes lit up. “Sounds good to me.” 


“Great. Can you hand me those dried herbs over there, sugar?” Madison pointed to a bundle 
of herbs hanging from a hook. 


Raven grabbed the herbs and passed them to Madison, who dove into the task of prepping the 
food. She expertly chopped the cactus pads, careful to remove every last thorn, and added 
them to the pot of boiling water followed by the beans and herbs. As the stew began to 
simmer, the tiny kitchen filled with a mouthwatering aroma. Raven watched Madison work, 
impressed at her skill and efficiency. 


“Do you need any help?” Raven asked as she began to feel awkward just standing there. 


“Sure!” Madison handed the woman a knife and a slab of jerky. “Can you slice some of this 
jerky? We’ll add it to the stew for some extra flavor.” 


“Sure, no problem.” Raven took the knife and carefully sliced the jerky into thin strips before 
adding them to the pot. 


As they waited for the stew to cook, Madison pulled out a couple of rough-hewn wooden 
bowls and spoons. Generous portions were carefully ladled into each one as soon as it was 
ready. 


“Here you go hon.” Madison said as she handed Raven her share. “Dig in.” 


Raven’s eyes widened in surprise at how rich the stew was. Though she had never tried the 
desert plants that made up much of the dish, the flavors mixed together in perfect harmony 
with the jerky, creating a unique but shockingly savory experience . “This is... delicious 
actually!” 


Madison smiled. “I’ve had plenty of practice. You gotta learn to make the most of what ya 
have.” 


As they finished their meal, Madison leaned back in her makeshift chair and looked at Raven. 
“So, how’d ya end up here?” 


Raven hesitated for a moment before deciding to open up. “I was on my way home from a 
concert and got lost somehow. And before I knew it, I was here. I thought this place, well, the 
Backrooms in general was just a myth. It’s hard to believe that any of this is real life.” 


Madison nodded with understanding. “Yep, I was drivin’ my truck down a dirt road when I 
ended up here. They say every wrong turn ya make an’ every strange road can lead ya here. 
Guess it’s true.” 


Raven tried not to think about all the times she’s ever gotten lost while driving. 


Madison looked down at their empty bowls and then at the disorderly state of the kitchen. 
“Whaddaya say we get this place tidied up?” 


“Tt needs to be done, for sure.” Raven said, following Madison’s gaze. 


They quickly fell into a rhythm, with Raven handing Madison the dirty dishes and utensils to 
be rinsed in a small basin filled with water, grateful for the sense of normalcy the task 
provided. Madison scrubbed each item clean before neatly placing them on a worn but clean 
rag to dry. 


“Ts there anything else I can do?” Raven asked once the last spoon was set to dry. 


“Could ya sweep the floor?” Madison asked, pointing to a broom made of twigs and dried 
grasses. “Keeps the dust and sand at bay.” 


Raven nodded and took the broom, diligently sweeping the earthen floor and suppressing an 
occasional coughing fit from inhaling the odd speck of dust. Simultaneously, Madison tidied 
up the kitchen area, storing the leftover jerky and securing the pots and pans. 


As Raven finished sweeping and placed the broom back in its corner, Madison wiped her 
hands on a cloth and turned to her. “Thanks for the help, hon. Let’s get ya settled for the 
night.” 


She led Raven to a corner of the shelter where a simple bedroll was neatly rolled up, then 
grabbed the item and carefully unfurled onto the floor. 


“This is my spare bedroll.” She explained. “It’s comfier than it looks, trust me.” 


Raven ran her hand over the soft, worn fabric. “This is just fine, thank you.” 


“Here.” Madison reached into a nearby crate, pulling out a thick fur blanket and a small, 
lumpy pillow. “These should help keep ya warm. The desert can get pretty cold at night.” 


Raven plopped down on the bedroll and grabbed the blanket and pillow from Madison. “I 
don’t think I’ve ever felt a blanket this soft!” 


“That’s real fur, sugar.” Madison replied. “Now, get some rest. Tomorrow, I need to trade for 
some more water so I’ll introduce ya to some folks at the base.” 


Raven nodded, feeling a renewed sense of security. She arranged the blanket and pillow on 
the bedroll, adjusting her position as she did so. Madison extinguished the lamps, plunging 
the shelter into darkness save for the faint glow of the moon filtering through cracks in the 
walls. Moments later, she settled onto her own bed with a contented sigh. 


“Night, Raven.” She whispered. 


“Night, Madison.” Raven replied, closing her eyes. 
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